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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      






Introduction by Bruce Sterling


I have the same strange trade as the author of this book.


Reading these pieces gives me a powerful feeling of literary kinship. There’s a mirrorball herky-jerkiness going on in these stories, unnatural yet bright, all frazzled, antic and bizarre, yet somehow very much of a piece. All the light they give comes from reality’s dark corners.


Not that this work is “difficult” or “metafictional” or anything—it’s very folksy and street-level. It’s got that loose, dance-floor “ribofunk” rhythm, “ribofunk” being a nice word that Paul made up to give himself an excuse to write this sort of thing.


The typical ribofunk story sounds like it wants to be a pop song: we’re gonna have three minutes of verse-verse-chorus and something we can get-down and boogie to. Then you realize that those truly strange bits inside pop songs: that funny lurch during the breakbeat, the grinding hiss in the sample, the weird squeaking that the frets make between the actual “music”… that is the stuff that Paul Di Filippo considers the “good part.” Paul wants lots of that kind of stuff. So when his ribofunk wall of sound gets to be all bulging and dented, he turns the amps up to eleven and he puts in a whole bunch more.


No matter how boggled we may feel by his peculiarly recombinant constructions, Paul is always getting at something. He clearly has some definite agenda, even if that agenda itself is not entirely, uhm, clear. Paul is by no means precious, recondite or recherché. On the contrary, Paul is touchingly eager for us to know exactly what’s on his mind. When he sits at the keyboard, he quotes revealing lyrics for us from the cool stuff that’s playing on his Sony Walkman. When he writes a pastiche of a J. G. Ballard story, there’s a guy at the bar who is reading some J. G. Ballard.


Most science fiction characters would never be caught dead reading science fiction stories. That’s because they’re way too busy being chrome-plated power fantasies. They’d never put their shiny space-boots up on the Goodwill couch to peruse some Lem, Dick, or Delany.


Paul Di Filippo, on the other hand, genuinely respects these writers. He considers them life-giving cultural influences and true icons of philosophical and literary hospitality. So Paul’s characters have no trouble whatsoever being science fiction characters living inside science fiction stories. Quite commonly this seems to be a real step up for them. They seem genuinely liberated by the prospect, they are really enjoying it.


Before the advent of Paul Di Filippo, the best-known science fiction writer from his hometown of Providence was H. P. Lovecraft. This Providence business explains a lot about Paul. Lovecraft’s work is seriously and irretrievably freaky, but if you read Lovecraft’s personal letters or the work that he did for his fanzines, you soon see that, for a career sci-fi writer, Lovecraft was a surprisingly levelheaded and sensible Yankee guy. Mr. Lovecraft’s problem was that his family had cracked up from venereal disease and bankruptcy. The Lovecraft clan had lost its genteel pretences. So Lovecraft considered himself a pathetic, outdated relic. He had plenty of smarts and talent, but he had quite a hard time working up enough raw enthusiasm to stay alive.


Mr. Lovecraft was particularly upset that the future of Providence so clearly belonged to sleazy, immigrant Italians. Paul Di Filippo, however, is the future of H. P. Lovecraft’s Providence. Instead of being cranky, morose and malign, his work is funny, fertile, and forward-looking. Even the darkest, weirdest Di Filippo scenario seems to offer the potential of a decent cup of coffee, maybe a good meatball sandwich down at the diner. It’s very rare to see Paul shudder instinctively at anything whatsoever. If his neighborhood was a gruesome Lovecraftian slum (featuring hideous miscegenation with occasional advents of cosmic rupture), there’s little doubt that Paul would be hanging around at the corner newsstand, calmly compiling some notes.


There’s scarcely a female character to be found in Lovecraft’s work. That’s part of his cosmic bleakness, his sense of desperate loss. Paul Di Filippo is a genuine philogynist. The women in Di Filippo’s science fiction tend to be more-or-less actual women. His work is remarkably free of galactic princesses, femmes fatale, gothic vampiresses, madonnas, whores, and even love interests and sex objects. Nor do these women feel politically compelled to strut across their landscape loudly shattering the gender barriers. The women are just around, occupying space and time, pretty much like everybody else in town. If anything, they come across as centered, thoughtful, calming influences. They’re holding up half the sky. Maybe, if truth be told, they’re lugging a little extra sky.


“As usual, the inside of my trailer could have served to illustrate a doctoral thesis in chaos theory.” This line, with its common-or-garden mutant mix of sleaze and erudition, may be the ultimate Paul Di Filippo sentence. You might have to visit Paul’s actual house in his hometown to fully get it about this sentence. I did that, so now I do.


Paul is a bookstore-lurking autodidact of the deepest Lovecraftian dye. He is a self-educated American genre loon who ranks with sci-fi’s masters of ascended guruship: Avram Davidson, Philip K. Dick, Tim Powers, Robert Anton Wilson. His pad is full of classically Di Filipponian magazines: ancient flaking issues of Bivalve Monthly and Hangman’s Semiquarterly, that sort of thing. Much like Lovecraft, Paul carries out a huge paper correspondence, a fizzing vent for his many inspirations, which merely conventional publishing can never fully assuage. Paul has even been known to print his own fanzine, named after a particularly astral street in his Providence neighborhood.


As someone who does quite a lot of this myself, I have to consider zine writing the true mark of the SF adept. It’s not the mark of a pro, mind you, because a professional has an economic role to fulfil, takes that responsibility seriously, and works for pay. The adept does this work because he knows that there is something miraculously arbitrary about all forms of consensus reality. Everything about “reality” is a put-up job, most especially, as in the wonderful story “Spondulix,” the money. Money is lines on paper. It’s all lines on paper, folks. No, “really.” It just plain is.


You never know when you might find some magic verbal key to turn the cosmos on its ear. “A single syllable spoken at the right moment could topple empires.” Right on, brother Paul. I’m with you all the way, you major dude, you. Astounding wonder could be anywhere at all, in a sandwich shop, in a trailer park, in a flophouse, even in a place as utterly boring and devoid of potential as New York City. “The fabulous gemmed cliffs of Manhattan, remote as the mirage of some Arabian seraglio.”


It’s a funny job, science fiction, but somebody’s gotta do it. Paul can do the job. If this book contains a single true fabulous gem, a kind of Di Filipponian Golconda, it’s Paul’s story “The Boredom Factory.” It’s short, but entirely to my point. The Boredom Factory is what we sci-fi writers are looking at when you see us standing flat-footed in the streets, staring into thin air and darkly muttering to ourselves. When we’re looking most like Lovecraft, at our cobwebbiest, our spookiest, our most alienated, pathetic and estranged, it’s because we’re looking at the very same reality that everybody else is, but we’re seeing something like that. Yet we somehow found a back way out of the ennui machine! Really, we did! You just sit on the couch and turn pages! Yeah man! Strange trades indeed.


Bruce Sterling


January 2001









“Kid Charlemagne” owes its existence to my long-standing love affair with J. G. Ballard’s Vermilion Sands. The Hesperides, my insular resort (I had in mind California’s Catalina Island), was meant to replicate the decadent territory so fascinatingly explored by Ballard during the sixties. In this homage, I was also preceded by Michael Coney, Ed Bryant and Lee Killough, all of whom have worked similar venues. (A theme anthology in the making!) I wrote two sequels to “Kid,” neither of which sold. And of course, this story marked one of my first shameless co-optings of the title of a great pop song into another medium.


Kid Charlemagne


The Hesperides. how far away and unreal those islands seem now. A place out of time, cushioned and insulated by wealth, where the whims of the rich collided with the unpredictable passions of their playthings—and the lesser of those two forces gave way, with results often merely ludicrous, but sometimes all too tragic.


The Hesperides. Sun, money, tailored bodies, hot and violent emotions, whispers in the night. It all runs together in my memory now, a blurred spectrum like those caused by the oil slicks from the hydrofoils in the Bay, shifting, mutable, impossible to grasp. A moiré on the silk covering a woman’s haunch.


A few incidents stand out starkly, though. And these are the ones I would most forget.


The Hesperides. Once I called them home.


Behind the bar in La Pomme d’Or, I counted bottles. Scotch, tequila, vodka, retsina (hard to acquire since the coup in Greece), a nauseating peach liqueur which was all the rage that year. Whenever I found I was running low on a particular item, I would key in an order code and quantity on the submicro hanging from my belt. Eventually, I’d squirt the whole order over the fiber-optic line to the mainland. With luck, the shipment would arrive on tomorrow morning’s’foil.


The big windows onto the veranda were deopaqued. Morning sunlight poured in, giving the interior of La Pomme an oddly wholesome look. With the bi-O-lites off, the air empty of smoke and perfume, the nuglass chairs resting upside down atop the ceramic tables, the stage bare, my club looked innocent and untainted, holding no hint of the sordid dramas enacted there nightly.


I liked it best at this brief hour, but the night came all too quickly.


When I reached the middle of the bar, I flicked on the radio to catch the news.


“—murder. In other news, a delegation of ASEAN diplomats will ride an ESA Hermes shuttle to an orbital meeting with President Kennedy, who is occupying the High Frontier White House this month. The delegation is hoping to spur an investigation into the recent tragedy in Singapore. On a lighter note, fashion followers will be glad to hear—”


I filtered out the unimportant babble as I continued the count.


My head must have been below the bar when he walked in. I always left the door open in the morning so the salt-freighted breeze could wash the stale indoor smells away, although I didn’t start business till one.


In any case, when I popped up, I found myself confronting him.


He was a slim fellow of twenty-two, or thereabouts—young enough to be my son. His features were very delicate, yet with nothing androgynous or feminine about them: simply finely chiseled. His skin was the color of a polished chestnut; his eyes, a luminous blue. He wore a patched and salt-stained khaki shirt and denim cutoffs. Across his chest ran a bandolier, holding something concealed against his back.


My eyes lingered for a moment on his throat as I tried to puzzle out what sort of necklace he wore, so tightly clasped. Then I realized it was no piece of jewelry, but rather a scar, a pale cicatrix stretching nearly from ear to ear.


For some reason the sight of the scar so threw me, marring as it did his otherwise classic appearance, that I grew flustered, as if I were the intruder. This boy—appearing so unexpectedly, like Pan stepping from behind a shrub too small to conceal him—struck a series of notes in me, the totality of which I couldn’t immediately grasp. To compensate, I shot my hand forward with rather more energy than was appropriate.


“Hello,” I said.


He took my hand. His was calloused from manual work; his grip, firm.


“Hello,” he replied.


His voice was another shock. I had expected something youthful and dulcet, in keeping with his looks. But instead, from that violated throat came a boozy, raspy, seemingly whiskey-seasoned growl. I immediately thought of Dylan in his prime, thirty-odd years ago, then added another whole layer of Tom Waits scratchiness. The effect was jarring, but not unpleasant to hear.


The population of the Hesperides was small and stable and exclusive enough so that one could come to know everyone—barring the ever-changing horde of daytrippers, of course. Even the few transients at our small hotel had no anonymity. This man, with his boyish attractions and anomalous voice, would have caused a sensation among our bored citizens—men and women alike—and I would surely have heard of him within hours of his arrival. I could only assume that he was a daytripper, if an atypical one, and that the morning ferry had arrived early.


“Just got here?” I asked.


“Nope. I swam in last night.”


I stared at him hard. The California coast was a mile and half of choppy water away.


He must have read my disbelief. Stepping back from the bar (I spotted his bare, gnarly feet), he unslung the object on his back. I recognized it for a musikit covered in a waterproof sheath. (Two decades ago, the components of that kit would have filled a room.)


“This is all I own,” he said. “It’s not heavy enough to slow me down.”


I chose to believe his unwavering blue gaze.


“Where’d you sleep?”


“On the beach.”


So much for our vaunted private security force. The island’s homeowners would have a dozen kinds of fit if they ever learned how easily this kid had invaded their precious enclave. Perhaps I could tweak Deatherage somehow with this.


“Well,” I said for lack of a better comment. “You need something to eat?”


He smiled. It was a hundred watts. “Only secondarily. What I really want is a job.” He nodded toward the stage.


I thought about it. I had had no one booked for the past week, relying on autosynthesized stuff and satellite-beamed performances. I could sense that my patrons were growing bored, preferring the glamour of live musicians as a background for their assignations and spats.


“Where have you played before?”


“Just Mexico. Where I grew up.”


Immediately, I got nervous. I couldn’t afford to hire an illegal and lose my license if caught.


The boy—so damn good at sensing my thoughts—dug in the pocket of his tattered shorts. He handed me his ID, gritty with sand. The holo that leaped out from the plastic card was his. I flexed the card to reveal his status; it turned bright green, proclaiming him a citizen. His name was given as Charlie Maine.


“My father was an American,” he said with his ingenuous smile. “My mother was from Mexico City. We had to stay south for a long time, till my dad died. Then I came north.”


I gave him back his card. Somewhere in our short conversation, I had decided to take a chance on him. No doubt there was a selfish undercurrent to my thoughts, imagining how he would draw the rich and lonely widows in.


“You’ve got a job,” I said, and we shook once more. “How do you like to be billed for publicity?”


White, white teeth flashed. “Kid Charlemagne.”


I smiled for the first time in a long while. “Cute.” Memories turned over, roiled, and one floated to the surface. “Hey, wasn’t there a song once—”


“Steely Dan,” he said. “From the’70s. My father used to play it all the time.”


He wasn’t smiling anymore, and neither was I.


We both knew it was a very sad song.


On the night I introduced the two of them, I wore a linen suit the color of a mummy’s cerements, a raw, unbleached beige. Men’s suits that year had no lapels, and so my signature flower—a black carnation—was pinned above my heart.


The interior of La Pomme was dark, save for the soft blue-green phosphorescence provided by the bi-O-lites on each table, and those in a line down the bar. I always thought the whole effect was one of an undersea grotto, lit by the slow fires of the drowned men and women who sat as if on coral thrones, more lively than corpses, yet no more feeling.


Full fathom five thy father lies.…


The veranda windows were two huge slabs of ebony. By the closed door stood one of Deatherage’s men, solicitous bouncer and ruffled-feather-smoother, looking uncomfortable in his suit.


I circulated among my patrons, attending to their frivolous, often only subtly implied desires. As usual, I hated myself for fawning over them. But there was little in the world at that time which I felt capable of doing, and the unassuming niche I had carved for myself here offered a certain contemptible security.


Charlie had yet to appear for his first set. Only the third night of his playing, and already attendance was up. As I had speculated, many of the islands’ sad and predatory older women, and not a few of the men, were drawn to him, as if he released some pheromone of youth and potency. At a single table, I spotted Laura Ellis, Simone Riedesel, and Marguerite Englander: the full set of immaculately coiffed, well-preserved Fates, each with enameled nails long and sharp enough to snip threads.


Back at the bar, I savored my usual mineral water with a twist of lemon, and waited for Charlie to appear.


Exactly at midnight the Kid materialized onstage, lit by a single spotlight. Seated on a tall stool, he had his bare feet twisted in the rungs. He wore a white shirt of mine that bloused loosely on him and his old blue shorts. The long flat case of his musikit—like his namesake’s broadsword—was balanced on his lap.


The Kid began to play.


Like some beautifully plumaged bird with a raucous yet arresting call, Charlie sang. He knew plenty of old songs that were guaranteed to touch places in us antiques that we had deemed dead—his father’s legacy, I suppose. He sang the newest tunes heard daily on the radio with a freshness akin to the then-popular singer, Stella Fusion. And every tenth number or so, there would come an original piece—haunting mixes of Caribbean, Mexican, and American rhythms, carrying elusively poetic images.


When he finished, the applause was real and tremendous.


Above the clapping, from the table nearest me, I heard a bitter voice say, “The bloody little kaffir sings like a black crow.” A sharp bark of laughter answered.


I looked to see who had spoken and shattered the magic.


Seated together were Koos van Staaden, his daughter, Christina, and Henrik Blauvelt.


Van Staaden and his daughter were refugees, having fled South Africa—or rather, to use its official name, Azania—six years ago when that aching, tortured country finally erupted. Van Staaden had been Administrator of the Transvaal at the time. During his tenure, he had apparently accumulated quite a fortune, most of which he had managed to transfer abroad prior to the revolution. He and Christina, I knew, had caught one of the last flights out of Jo’burg. Maria, his wife, had been at their country home that week. No doubt her scattered bones were bleached the color of my suit by now.


Spiteful gossip maintained that on the walls of van Staaden’s house hung relics of his homeland, among which was a sjambok, its business end tipped with flakes of brown. I couldn’t quite credit even van Staaden with such an offense.


Blauvelt, a burly fellow countryman, had been an expatriate in England when the government fell. Nowadays, he acted as Christina’s companion.


Like so many wealthy dissolutes without goals, they had ended up in the Hesperides.


I watched van Staaden warily as the patter of applause faded. If he continued to voice his drunken racial slurs, I’d have to sic Deatherage’s man on him. I had plenty of HUB patrons richer than he whom I had no wish to offend.


As it was, his daughter intervened.


“Quiet, Father,” she said firmly. “I think he sings very well.”


Her grip on his arm seemed to drain all belligerence from him. Across his riven face, his love for his daughter warred with his hate. Finally, he raised his glass to his lips and drank deeply, a tired and defeated old relic.


I studied the strange tableau they presented. Van Staaden was a cranelike figure with a stubble of white hair and a sharp nose. Blauvelt was a beefy man in his thirties, with a dandy’s mannerisms ill-suited to his heavy body. Christina—well, Christina, I thought then, no more fitted in visually with those two than a nun in a rogue’s gallery, or Circe amid her swine.


She was a willowy, small-breasted woman with hair the color and fineness of platinum threads, styled in bangs across her brow and feathered down the back of her long neck. Her nose was tiny, her lips always hidden by jet lip-gloss. Tonight, she wore lilac pants and top, with white sandals. Like half the women in the club, she had a small lifegem affixed at the base of her throat, which fluxed in time with her pulse.


The whole potentially ugly scene was over in seconds, much shorter than I have taken to describe it. Charlie had vanished from the stage, and the club buzzed anew with meaningless talk.


Ten minutes later, I felt a gentle tug at my elbow as I mingled.


I turned to face Christina van Staaden.


“I know you overheard my father’s tactless comment, Mr. Holloway,” she said. “I’d like to apologize for him. You will make the proper allowances for his situation, I hope.”


I nodded without expressing my real opinion. It was something I had grown quite good at.


“Wonderful,” she said. “It’s all forgotten, then. By the way, I really do feel that Kid Charlemagne is a most exciting performer. I wasn’t just sticking up for him out of sympathy. In fact, I was wondering if I could possibly meet him.”


She paused for a moment. Then, as if it possessed the utmost importance, she said, “I understand he’s from Mexico.”


Again, I nodded without comment, neither confirming nor denying. I was trapped in her eyes.


Once a friend brought me a piece of olivine from Hawaii. Formed in a volcano’s heart, the gem was like translucent jade, hard and impenetrable, with fascinating depths.


Christina’s eyes were two shards of olivine.


I thought about her request. I neither liked nor disliked the woman at this point. Yet I felt indebted to her for defusing her father. And of course, she could always approach Charlie on her own if I didn’t introduce her.


But why try to dissect my motives at this late date?


“Okay,” I said. “Let’s go now.”


Backstage, I knocked on the door to Charlie’s small dressing room. There was no answer, so we went in.


We found Charlie reading. He pored intently over a paperback I had given him. It was the’95 edition of Ballard’s Vermilion Sands, with the Ralph Steadman cover.


“Charlie,” I said. He looked up.


Sky met sea.


Something snapped closed in the air between them.


“Christina van Staaden,” I said.


But neither heard me.


The next morning, I sat at a table in the empty room still pulsing with the ghosts of last night’s events, figuring accounts. A shadow fell across the screen of the submicro.


Across from me stood Leon Deatherage, head of Hesperides security, having arrived in his usual silence.


I filed my useless reckoning of gains and losses and flicked the machine off. “Sit down, Leon, and save your energy for evildoers.”


Deatherage lifted a heavy transparent chair off the table with one hand and deftly set it upright. He dropped down into it with a grace that surprised me in such a big man. From his pocket he took a pack of Camel vegerettes. He lit one, puffed briefly, and made a face.


“Five goddamn years, and I still can’t stand these. My only consolation is that I helped to nail the bastards.”


Before becoming head of the islands’ security, Deatherage had worked for the L.A. police force. He had been part of the team responsible for capturing the domestic eco-terrorists who had released the tailored tobacco mosaic virus that had ended all cultivation of that crop. The Sierra Club never recovered from the revelation that the conspirators had solicited and received funding from them.


“What can I do for you, Leon?” I asked. “Do you need a drink this early in the morning? I won’t tell anyone.” I pushed back from the table, as if to rise.


Deatherage made a magician’s move, and suddenly in the palm of his hand lay a small empty white plastic shell the size of a quarter. It was color-coded like an antique transistor with three dots of red.


My stomach churned. I wanted to puke my breakfast. Somehow I kept it down.


My face must have blanched. Deatherage smiled. Suddenly, I regretted taunting him.


“Recognize it, do you, Holloway? I thought it might touch a chord in your past. Do you want to name it, or shall I?”


I wet my lips. Merely to summon up the name took an immense act of will.


“Estheticine,” I said.


“Exactly. In a nice convenient dermal patch. Would you like to guess where I found it?”


I said nothing.


“On the beach, with the used condoms and the empty bottles, during my morning jog.”


I swallowed gratefully. For an instant, I had been sure he was going to claim it had come from the club.


“I’m clean,” I said.


Deatherage looked at me solemnly. “I know that. Do you think I’d come to you if I thought you were the user? I know what you went through to kick the stuff. I want your help. I’ve just been on the phone to friends on the mainland. They say that, due to a series of busts, sources for E have dried up. It’s almost impossible to score now. Whoever’s using this might get your name somehow and come to you. At which point, you come to me, correct?”


I nodded.


“Very good.” Deatherage rose as if to leave, then sat again, seeming to remember something. I knew it to be a charade. The man forgot nothing.


“By the way. This singer of yours. Is he a Mex?”


“Why do you ask?”


“A lot of this stuff comes through Mexico. It could be that he’s our connection.”


“He’s a citizen,” I said. “You can check his card. And he told me he’s a HUB.” I don’t know why I lied, except that Deatherage had upset me so much.


“Hip Urban Black, huh? Well, well see.” Deatherage stood without pretense now. “Remember what I said, Holloway.” He left.


A lot of unpleasant memories swarmed in to fill his seat.


Once the world had seemed bright and beautiful. That was when I was young, and my lover was alive.


His name—we won’t get into his name. What essentials do names capture? He was a charming young mestizo boy of no fixed abode or occupation, whom I had met on a business trip to Guatemala, just before the war. (Once I had another job, another life, when I lived much as everyone else.)


Picturing his face now, for the first time in years, I realized how much Charlie resembled him.


I managed to get the boy a visa after I returned stateside, although even then, in the days before mandatory citizen IDs, the authorities were tightening up on immigration of the unskilled. I had to grease many bureaucratic palms.


I thought I was doing him an immense favor, lifting him up out of his poverty and squalor. I little knew then that I was arranging his death.


Life in the First World did not agree with him. Everything was too confusing; there were too many choices, too many options. He got into a fast crowd, took risks, became promiscuous—picked up AIDS.


He died six months before they announced the drug that cured me of the infection he had passed on to me.


Infection of the body, but not the heart.


When his death came, the world grew pale and dingy, an echoing stage filled with mocking mannequins and hollow props.


When I found estheticine, a new kind of beauty returned to fill the void. Unnaturally sharp, crystalline, infinitely seductive and ultimately unsatisfying, promising eventual meaning beyond words that never materialized.


But once estheticine left me—I truly feel that the drug spurned me, as if I were not good enough for it, rather than I the drug—how did the world look?


Curiously two-dimensional. A black-and-white place, leached of all emotional resonance.


Something of an improvement, I suppose, over the pain of stage two.


Thanks to estheticine.


Uglybuster, E, lotos, beardsley—call it what you will, it remained the quintessential drug of the late, late twentieth century.


In a world of ever-increasing ugliness, who did not occasionally wish that everything might appear beautiful?


At the beginning of the decade, experiments on the perception of beauty came to a head. (The publicity images persist: the wired people at the ballet, the museum, the edge of the Grand Canyon, their responses being plumbed and recorded.) Exact ratios and mixes of neurotransmitters were fingered as the agents; sites of stimulation in the brain were charted. Synthesis succeeded. The result: estheticine.


To be used only judiciously, of course. Let the connoisseur brighten Beethoven, magnify Mozart, uncage Cage.


Most definitely not recommended as a crutch.


How surprised the experts were when the public began to swallow it like candy, and the GNP dropped by three percent in six months. How quick the authorities were to outlaw it. How fast the underground sales sprang up.


And now it had reached me here, on my dead-end island in the sun.


Two concerns filled all my free time during the weeks following the meeting between Charlie and Christina.


Who was using estheticine on the island?


What was going on between my young singer and the woman with the semiprecious eyes?


I made no headway on the former. Deatherage did not approach me again, and try as I might, I could detect no users among my clientele—least of all Charlie, who I knew needed the drug no more than a fish needed a substitute for the clean sea in which it daily swam.


As for my impractical lie about Charlie’s origins, Deatherage never called me on it, perhaps believing my former addict’s brain was turning to mush.


I made more progress on the latter topic. In a sense, learning what they did together was easy. In another way, baffling.


Everyone in the Hesperides—except the reclusive and rum-sodden Koos van Staaden—knew the two were lovers. That much of their relationship was evident in their every gesture.


The two of them were together continuously, except when Charlie was performing.


Wearing hemosponge units, they dove in the azure waters surrounding the Hesperides. Once they even swam out and down to the UCLA research station bedded on the ocean floor. I remember how tired Charlie was at that night’s performance. The muscles in his lean flat legs twitched as he sat astride his stool, and he had to cancel his last set of the evening.


They rode motor scooters (no cars were allowed on the islands) all over the hilly interior and along the cliff paths. One morning, as I stood on the veranda watching the crowds of gawking daytrippers (the feverish pleasures indulged in by the rich in plain view on the beach never failed to shock them), I saw two small figures atop Sheepshead Bluff. I recognized the colored smudges intuitively for Charlie and Christina. Sunlight glinted off the chrome of their bikes and caused my eyes to tear. For a moment, I had the frightening delusion that they were about to jump, fulfilling some incomprehensible lovers’ suicide pact.


Water-skiing and hang-gliding, swimming and racing hydroplanes, the two enjoyed all the Hesperides had to offer. It seemed an idyll of young love, an eternal summer of instant fulfillment.


That much, as I’ve said, was easy to discern.


The baffling part was understanding how two such disparate personalities meshed. What had really prompted Christina to ask for that introduction? I couldn’t reconcile infatuation with a certain flintiness I sensed in her soul.


I felt I had to know more about her. I decided Blauvelt was the one to pump.


Around noon one day, I managed to catch the man as he idled past the club. At my insistence, he came inside for a drink. He favored the awful peach liqueur I so disliked to stock.


We sat at the same table where Deatherage and I had had our disturbing talk. I naturally compared the two men. Although of a size with the security chief, Blauvelt was somehow spongy, an amorphous thing masquerading as a man. In his sweaty tennis clothes, he looked like a wax dummy left too long in the sun. I knew I would have no trouble getting information from him.


“Henrik,” I said, “I need your help.” He looked flattered. “You understand that I have an enormous investment tied up in that singer of mine. He’s good for business, and I don’t want anything to happen to him.”


I was sure the mercenary angle would appeal to Blauvelt. His cynical smile confirmed it.


“So,” I continued, “I need to know all about Christina, and her relationship with him. After all, we wouldn’t want her father causing trouble, would we? How is it, by the way, that he’s not aware of what’s going on?”


Blauvelt sipped his syrupy drink. “Old Koos—he thinks I’m still chaperoning his daughter. He talks to no one—thinks all you Americans are rooineks, anyway. And I’m not about to tell him his girl’s seeing Charlemagne. Not as long as Christina keeps the money flowing my way.”


“Is Christina the type to form a romantic attachment so quickly?”


Blauvelt scowled, as if I had hit upon some sore spot. “Not in my book. There was never anything between us. Christina’s been a different person since the accident.”


“Accident?”


“Back in the Transvaal. One night on the road between Jo’burg and Pretoria, she drove right into a stupid kaffir and his cows crossing the highway. Her Mercedes flipped three times. Stupid wog was killed outright, of course. Christina sustained a lot of brain damage. Ever notice her hair?”


“Thin and white, I believe.”


“Grew back that way after they shaved her head for the operation. Used to be black as night before. Just like her mother’s. Those bangs of hers—they hide the scar on her forehead. Notice how she always wears a cap when she swims. She’s very self-conscious about it.”


“She seems quite normal now. How did they repair her injuries?”


Blauvelt waved his hand negligently, as if to dismiss as unimportant all things he could not understand. “Tissue transplant of some sort. Newest thing, it was. God, we had some smart bloody people before the bad times. But even they couldn’t stop the Black bastards, could they? Even A-bombing Capetown didn’t slow them down.”


He drained his drink and got to his feet. I considered Christina’s fleshed-in past.


“Do you think it’s love, then?” I asked.


Blauvelt shrugged. “Love for herself, yes. For that little songbird—hardly.” Then he left.


Alone, I tapped into the medical databases, curious as to how Christina’s apparently massive wounds had been healed.


Embryonic brain tissue had proven to be the only matter that could be planted to adapt and grow in the adult brain, repairing and substituting for lost sections. No in vitro process had yet been perfected to serve as an ethical source of the tissue, and so the procedure was not advocated in the West.


In old South Africa, they had had embryos to spare—“donated” by pregnant slum-dwellers in Soweto and elsewhere.


The clinics where such operations had been performed were the first places to be torched in the war. Then they were dismantled brick by charred brick.


The first time Charlie and Christina disappeared, it was for only three days, and I wasn’t too concerned. I, who never left the confines of La Pomme, knew best of anyone how close and stultifying the Hesperides could become. I assumed that they felt at last the need to explore their feelings for each other in a different setting. That could have been Charlie’s motives for the unscheduled trip, at least. What alien urges swayed Christina, I could not say.


In any event, my response was limited and simple. I posted notice of Charlie’s absence, pretending to my customers that it had been planned, and contacted the mainland agency I used for a new singer on a day-by-day basis. She was talented enough, I supposed, but lacked Charlie’s genius.


It was during the substitute’s first song, as I stood in the club with its strangely altered and diminished atmosphere, that I realized what freshness the Kid had brought to our artificial paradise. Had he arrived that morning weeks ago riding a dolphin and clutching a lyre, his advent could not have been more portentous or fraught with consequence.


My idle wondering about how Christina had managed such a long separation from her possessive father was satisfied when the rumor-mill ground out information on the whereabouts of Henrik Blauvelt. He had chartered a small boat, filled it with peach liqueur and two women, and anchored in Sturgeon Cove the day Charlie and Christina left. Evidently, in Koos van Staaden’s eyes, Blauvelt and Christina were off sailing.


On the morning of the fourth day, Jaime Ybarrondo, owner of the Hesperides’ lone hotel, called me. His bearded face floating in the holotank struck me like some apparition in a Delphic pool as he told me that Charlie had returned to his hotel room sometime after midnight. I thanked him and switched off.


I contained myself until Charlie arrived that evening at the club. I let him reach his dressing room before I joined him.


He sat on the couch with his musikit cradled gently in his lap. I recognized the tune he was fingering: “Love’s Labours Lost” by the beaIIles. Charlie had programmed the drums to sound exactly like Ringo, while he played Julian Lennon’s part.


I was shocked at the changes in his face. An indefinable something had left him, perhaps his air of invincible youth. New lines seemed graven about his cerulean eyes. His lips were tightly compressed.


He finally looked up at me. He swiped nervously at his black curls, shut his machine off, and sat back.


“Hello,” I said.


“Hello,” he replied.


Having recapitulated our first conversation, we halted.


“Good to have you back,” I said.


He smiled. It was only fifty watts.


“Where’ve you been?”


“South.”


I waited, but he volunteered nothing else.


“Well,” I said. “Do you feel like playing tonight?”


“Sure,” he nodded. “Sure.”


There seemed to be nothing else to say, so I made a half-turn, thinking to go. His lifted hand stopped me. I swung back.


His right hand had come to rest—unconsciously, I believe—on the scar around his neck. Suddenly, I thought how it looked as if someone had wrapped a piece of barbed wire around his throat and it had sunk permanently beneath his skin. Life in anarchic Mexico City had been chaotic before the UN forces stepped in. I thought then of Christina’s hidden scar, and my invisible ones. In a searing, timeless epiphany, I felt the three of us bound together into one crippled being.


“My life hasn’t been easy,” Charlie rasped. He looked down, as if ashamed of even such minor self-pity. “I was only looking for love—and to give it. That’s all.”


Two steps closed the distance between us. I stood by his seated figure with my hands on his bony shoulders while he silently wept.


In revenge, his singing that night broke the heart of everyone else in the packed club.


Two weeks passed. Christina and Charlie still were constant companions. The rest of the world revolved in its time-accustomed ways.


The three Fates—Ellis, Riedesel, and Englander—started a new fad raging. Eschewing clothes, they had gold circuits printed directly onto their skin. A small battery pack in one earring caused the circuits to emit mournful drones, facetious beeps, or catchy jingles out of the button-speaker that was the matching earpiece. Soon, the whole island was a carnival of naked noisy flesh laced with gold diagrams. The poor fellow who had been drafted into layering the circuits—a retired billionaire from Silicon Valley—saw so much female skin during the fad that he was later forced to spend a month at the monastery in Carmel.


Among the daytrippers, I noticed the proliferation of T-shirts that read:


NO MORE SINGAPORE?


ACCIDENT, HELL—IT WAS WAR!


The televised images of the millions of corpses in the sterilized country did much to offset our island’s natural gaiety. In Las Vegas, bookmakers were offering three-to-two odds that the Philippines were the source of the CBW agent that had eliminated their rivals in the cheap-labor market. (Insiders picked Malaysia.) Already the media were calling it “The South Pacific Commerce Wars.”


I didn’t envy “Young Joe” his task of mediating the dispute. But no one had ever promised him the president’s job would be easy.


At the end of those particularly frantic two weeks, my own private world felt a tremor high on the emotional Richter scale.


Charlie and Christina disappeared a second time, for five days.


They returned for a night. I never even got a chance to see him. Then they vanished for a week.


When they returned again, Koos van Staaden had somehow learned of his daughter’s affair.


Deatherage stood massively between van Staaden and me. The old man wasn’t shouting—that would have been less upsetting. Instead, his voice was dead and controlled, as if artificially generated.


When Blauvelt had phoned me that van Staaden was on his way to the club to confront either Charlie or me, I had summoned Deatherage as mediator.


“I insist that he be fired, Holloway,” van Staaden persisted in his monotone. “He’s seduced my daughter and is obviously no more than a wild rutting bull. No White woman on the island is safe while he’s around.”


I opened my mouth to voice something appropriately caustic, but Deatherage, sensing my anger, intervened.


“The man’s done nothing to warrant his dismissal, Mr. van Staaden. From all accounts, the affair between your daughter and the Kid was mutual. And she is an adult. I’m afraid that your only recourse is to try to change your daughter’s mind, if you continue to disagree with her.”


“She’s locked herself in her wing of the house. Won’t come out, either.” Van Staaden paused. “In the old days, where I come from, Chief Deatherage, a man in your capacity would clap this Kid person in jail for such an offense, and then supervise his hanging.”


It was out in the open now, and although Deatherage and I had both known van Staaden’s true feelings, to hear them voiced shocked us silent.


Deatherage spoke first. “We don’t have your goddamn exalted but defunct system in this country, mister.”


Van Staaden held Deatherage’s gaze, a defiant specter. “Then someone should kill the beast personally.”


Deatherage went to grab van Staaden’s lapels, found none, and settled for his shirt front. “That’s an actionable threat, van Staaden, and could get you locked up. If I hear any more such shit, it will.”


Van Staaden twisted free and banged out the door.


I phoned everywhere, seeking news of Charlie, but couldn’t find him. I wondered if he was closeted with Christina in her half of van Staaden’s house high atop Bosky Knob. I remembered him as he had been that night when I held him while he cried.


The next morning Deatherage came by to take me to see the Kid’s broken body on the rocks below Bosky Knob.


It was literally the first time I had left La Pomme d’Or in three years. The sunlight felt heavy and hot atop my unshielded head. The sand felt strange beneath my bare feet. Deatherage had come with the news while I still wore my robe, and I had gone out immediately with him.


Charlie’s death was obviously the catalyst for my leaving the dark sanctuary of my club. Yet I felt that subtler forces were also at work. It was as if I had been a fairy-tale prisoner immured, and the death of Kid Charlemagne had set me free.


Down on the wet, weed-wrapped rocks, a small crowd had gathered for a novel diversion. Three of Deatherage’s men held them back.


Splayed awkwardly over the slick stones (he had never been awkward in life) lay Charlie Maine. His flesh was puffy from contusions.


And someone had opened up the old scar in his throat.


I stood a moment, transfixed. Then I crouched to take his limp hand.


When I arose, Christina was there. Her eyes were filmy, like two pebbles glazed with snail slime.


“He’s so beautiful,” she said dreamily.


And then I knew.


The motor scooter buzzed through the dark, up toward Bosky Knob. Random breaks in the foliage and trees on my right allowed me to see the gaudy lights clustered around the bay below. They looked alien somehow, already distant. Tonight, for the first time in years, my club was closed.


It didn’t matter to me. I knew I was leaving. Something black inside me that had held me captive all these years had shattered under the impact of Charlie’s death. What the future held for me, I couldn’t say. But it had to be better than the past.


I had a final chore, though, before my morning departure.


Events had moved on. Koos van Staaden sat morosely in the Hesperides’ single jail cell. He denied any involvement in the murder, but made no secret of his satisfaction. Henrik Blauvelt was confined to his house under guard, as a possible accessory. Deatherage’s theory was that Blauvelt had pinioned Charlie’s arms from behind while van Staaden performed the grisly murder.


I hadn’t told him that it took only one to kill when love bred trust.


I rounded a curve and saw the lights in the windows of van Staaden’s home. The place blazed like a cold pyre. I cut the motor, dismounted, and walked the rest of the way.


The front door was unlocked. I patted my pocket. The cassette was still there. I had purchased it—an anonymous self-contained unit—on a quick trip to the mainland that afternoon, after the shock of seeing Charlie’s body and after my fatally delayed revelation had worn off. It would never be traced to me.


I pushed open the door and went in.


I found Christina in a second-floor bedroom. She sprawled on a divan, beneath a wall-mounted sjambok, wearing silken undergarments that rode high on her thighs and low on her shoulders. She was engaged in a minute examination of the flame of a candle standing on a table beside her. I knew she had probably been sitting that way for hours.


Once, I had done the same thing myself.


“Christina,” I said quietly.


She turned her Circean profile languidly. The candlelight shimmered on the watered silk across her loins.


“The beautiful Mr. Holloway,” she murmured between her black lips.


“Why did you do it, Christina?” I asked. “Why couldn’t you just discard him, leave him to the rest of us, once you’d finished with him?”


“He was threatening to tell Father,” she said. “Tell him about the people we met in Mexico, and what they sold me.” The flickering candle captivated her again. After a time, she said, “But they know me down there now, and trust me. I have my contacts. I don’t need Charlie anymore.”


“He was a person, Christina. He deserved to live.”


The black rose of her mouth formed a smile. “He was just a kaffir. I’ve killed them before—accidentally and on purpose. I don’t hate kaffirs, though. Why should I? Do you know that I have a little piece of kaffir’s brain in mine? A piece from a little baby bugger. That almost makes me a kaffir, doesn’t it?”


She began to giggle, and didn’t stop.


I went up to her and lifted the feathery hair from her neck. The white tab of estheticine blended almost invisibly with her alabaster skin. The three dots of coding looked like red freckles.


Rummaging in her purse, I found the rest of her stash: a dozen tabs, bought at such a high price.


I held them in a hand that trembled only slightly as I thought about what they contained: easy relief from the pain of Charlie’s death.


But I didn’t use them on myself.


Instead, I applied them up and down her pretty legs, pressing firmly to establish diffusion. She didn’t resist, although I’m sure that in the back of her mind she knew as well as I did that twelve was way over the threshold of permanent brain damage.


“Life’s so ugly,” she said when I was done. “Did I ever tell you about my mother? I couldn’t let them take my one comfort away.”


“There’s no need to worry anymore,” I said. I took the self-contained player-cassette from my jacket, set it down, and flicked it on. I thought about how Charlie had really loved the old songs.


“Oh, how nice—music,” she said.


The old lyrics poured forth:


It’s all so beautiful,


It’s all so beautiful…


Before I left, I snuffed the candle out.









“Spondulix” is a story close to my heart, dealing as it does with the triumph, downfall, and salvation of an underdog character with whom I easily identify. (I envision Rory Honeyman played by Jeff Bridges in the movie version of this story, by the way.) I liked this tale so much in fact that I turned it into a novel, published by Cambrian Press. In that expansion, you will find many new characters and scenes, as well as a crucial artistic rethinking: I refer to Rory only by his first name, not last, throughout.


If you ever visit Providence, Rhode Island, be sure to drop in on the original model for Honeyman’s Heroes, Geoff’s, on Benefit Street. You’re certain to be insulted by the surly art students who man its steamers, a masochistic honor equal only to the pleasure of noshing on one of their “Rich Lupo” sandwiches.


Finally, all my renewed thanks to editor Scott Edelman for taking a chance on the original publication of this piece of “fiscal science fiction.”


Spondulix


1.


Beer Nuts


The sign read honeyman’s heroes, and featured a cartoonish illustration of a Dagwood-style sandwich: two slabs of painted pumpernickel separated by approximately six inches of various lunchmeats, cheeses, lettuce, pickles, tomatoes, sauerkraut and hot peppers, dripping with mustard and mayo. The name of the artist was scrawled in the lower right corner: Suki Netsuke. In the lower left: established 1978.


The sign hung above the door of a small shop on Washington Street, in Hoboken, New Jersey. The time was noon, on a vibrantly sunny Monday in June. The door to the shop was locked, a placard in the window turned to closed. The placard was fingerprinted in ketchup.


Washington Street was busy with two-way auto traffic, with pedestrians and cyclists. Moderate-sized buildings lined each side of the broad avenue, businesses below, residences above. There was a faint odor from the river to the east lying atop the scents of exhaust and cooking. The Maxwell House plant, down where Twelfth Street met Hudson, diffused an omnipresent odor of roasting coffee, like a percolator of the Gods. Spanish chatter, hiss of air brakes, thump of off-loaded cardboard boxes hitting the sidewalk, infant squalling, teenage brawling, sirens, music—the little city was noisily alive.


Down the sidewalk a block away from the sandwich shop a man walked absentmindedly along. He had a thick, ginger-colored beard, longish hair under a Mets cap. He wore sneakers, jeans and a baseball shirt that bore the legend SPONSORED BY HONEYMAN’S HEROES on the back. He was trim, gracile rather than muscular. Twenty years ago, he had been certified a world-class diver. Good genes and a moderate appetite, rather than any strenuous regimen of exercise, had helped him keep his youthful build.


The man walked past a dry cleaner, a bookstore, a bar, a bodega, a botanica. His hands were in the pockets of his jeans, jingling a few coins; he whistled a shapeless tune.


When he arrived at the sandwich shop, he grasped the worn handle of the door without noticing the closed sign, and attempted to enter. When the door did not immediately open, he seemed baffled. It took him a moment to decide there was no mistake on his part. He looked at the illustration of the gargantuan sandwich above the door. He studied the fingerprinted placard. Shading his eyes, he peered through the window at the darkened interior of the store. Had he possessed a driver’s license, he would in all likelihood have removed it from his wallet and examined it just to verify that he was indeed Rory Honeyman, and that this was his place of business.


Having made up his mind that the forlorn shop was, after all, his establishment, and that it was still locked up tight when it should have been opened for an hour in anticipation of the lunch-time rush, Honeyman stepped back from the door and muttered two words: “Goddamn Nerfball.” Then he pivoted and stalked away, with an angry determination.


Honeyman walked north on Washington until he came to Fourteenth Street. The smell of coffee grew stronger, then weakened. At Fourteenth, he turned east, toward the river. The neighborhood became dingier, poorer, unkempt. Abandoned buildings alternated with tough-looking lounges (ladies welcome) and apartments sporting broken windows patched with cardboard and tape. Factories and warehouses began to predominate. A fish-processing plant exuded a maritime stench. A cat prowled hopefully outside the building. Honeyman thought he recognized Cardinal Ratzinger.


The cross-town street finally dead-ended at the Hudson. A rusty chain-link fence separated the street from a flat wasteland of weeds studded with abandoned tires, plastic bags, shopping carts, car hulks.… Across the sprawling river Manhattan reared in all its grimy glory.


At Honeyman’s left stood a building. Before it, Honeyman paused, his former certainty of purpose momentarily faltering.


The problem: whether to enter the door before him or not. If he entered, he might possibly find his missing employee, and thus be able to open his store before he missed the entire lunch-hour trade. On the other hand, it was just as likely that he would encounter some bizarre event-in-progress that would draw him, whirlpool-like, into its centrifugal embrace, shanghai and waylay him with voices and flesh, drink and dope, schemes and plots, and completely waste his entire afternoon. Maybe even the whole day. A week. A month. A year. The rest of his life? Who knew? It had happened before, to others.… But wasn’t he wasting his life now already? Hadn’t he been for twenty years, since that single implosive day, under the Mexican sun, where his life had collapsed, impelled by his own impulsive actions, down to a singularity, infinitely dense, inescapable, poignant with the foreclosure of everything outside itself? Hush now, son, that’s a question for 3 a.m., if ever, not a bright June afternoon.…


So Honeyman contemplated the building before him a moment longer.


The structure was five stories tall, composed all of muted red brick, aged by over a century of weather. The uppermost courses of brick were embellished with decorative motifs, achieved by the ingenious stacking of master masons: herringbone, twill, cross-hatching. Copper flashing, long verdigrised, ran around the eaves, surprisingly unvandalized for a building deemed abandoned. The roof was of slate, in decent repair. The windows were all painted black. The building occupied an entire large city block.


At one corner of the building, closest to the river, reared an enormous square smokestack, capped at the top with more brick embellishment.


There was a door directly in front of Honeyman. In point of fact, there were three doors. The first was twelve feet high and ten across, actually a double door of two leaves. Made of thick planks once painted green, but now peeling to reveal bare splintery wood, the two halves of this door were secured with a chain and an enormous, rusting padlock that appeared at least fifty years old. Inset in this door was a more conventional-sized one, with an old-fashioned latch. It was this one Honeyman considered entering. At the foot of the person-sized door was the third, a pet door. (Honeyman might have employed this entrance, had he wished. Others often had.) This upper-hinged small entrance bore a legend in a lovely calligraphic hand which Honeyman recognized as that of Suki Netsuke. It read: the cardinal.


The lintel of the largest door was a huge piece of Jersey limestone, mortared into the brick wall on either side. Carved into the soft stone was the legend:


1838 OLD VAULT BREWERY 1938


The later date was executed in stark Futura, the earlier in wasp-waisted Baskerville.


Honeyman, a few feet from the triple portal, listened. There was no noise from inside. This could be either a good or bad sign. It paid to remember that some of the most insane schemes of the Beer Nuts had been hatched in relative quiet. Thunder and lightning and apparitions on the Capitoline Hill did not attend the birth of every Caesar. On the other hand, everyone could be innocently sleeping. There was simply no way to tell.


Tossing caution to the cafe au fish-scented winds, Honeyman stepped forward and opened the middle-sized door, which swung inward. He stuck his head and shoulders into the dark. “Yo, folks. It’s me, Rory. Is anyone home? Earl? Hilario?”


There was no answer. Honeyman, his eyes sensitized to outdoor light-levels, could see nothing in the midnight interior. Sighing, he stepped fully inside and shut the door.


Vast hulking shapes loomed about him. Brew kettles, pipes, mash vats—all the original equipment of the long-defunct brewery remained, covered by decades of dust.


Honeyman took a few tentative steps forward, hands outstretched. People moved around frequently here, changing their nesting locations according to complex social interactions. Honeyman hadn’t visited the Beer Nuts in months, and had no idea in what spot Nerfball might be hibernating now.


Shuffling along in the musty dark, Honeyman cursed softly. All he wanted was to reclaim his employee and start making sandwiches. Instead, he was forced to play Blindman’s Bluff. Growing angrier and more impatient, he unwisely picked up his pace.


Suddenly his foot caught the edge of something soft, body or mattress. Unprepared, he lost his balance and felt himself going down.


Honeyman landed heavily atop a lumpy something. A man grunted, a woman screamed. Make that “someone.” Two someones.


Feeling that discretion required him to remain still, lest he unintentionally exacerbate the situation, Honeyman did not move. A match scratched on its gritty strip, a candle flared.


Honeyman discovered that he was lying crosswise atop Earl Erlkonig and Suki Netsuke, who were, in turn, reclining upon a stained, bare mattress. The situation would have been less embarrassing had the pair not been mostly unclothed, and had Netsuke not been Honeyman’s ex-lover.


“Hi, Rory,” said Netsuke coyly. Her half-Japanese features were as appealing to Honeyman as ever. Her skin was the color of pumpkin pie, her nipples the brown found at the pie’s edges. Propped up on one elbow, she reached modestly for an article of clothing, found nothing to hand, and shrugged off her nudity.


“Hey, molecule,” said Erlkonig, “nice of you to drop by.” He extended a queerly colored hand, and Honeyman shook it.


Earl Erlkonig was a young Black man who also happened to be an albino. His hair was a thatch of short kinky platinum wires. His complexion was the color of weak tea attenuated by lots of cream. His eyes were a watery gray.


Netsuke squirmed devilishly beneath Honeyman, and Erlkonig said, “Uh, if you wouldn’t mind.…”


“Oh, yeah, sure. Sorry.”


Honeyman pushed himself up into a kneeling position beside the mattress.


“Thanks,” said Erlkonig. He discovered a pair of Jockey shorts and skinned them on, still lying down. Netsuke, meanwhile, had donned a T-shirt.


The light and noise had drawn a crowd. Honeyman looked up to find himself the focus of a circle of curious faces: a majority of the permanent Beer Nuts.


Ped Xing, the only man in the world to profess both Orthodox Judaism and Zen monkhood. Long side curls contrasted rather sharply with his shaven pate.


Hilario Fumento, unpublished writer with a curious artistic philosophy, his pockets filled with the materials of his trade: call slips and pencil stubs filched from the public library.


Beatbox, a Hispanic fellow currently employed as a Balloon-O-Gram deliveryman, and also currently wearing his work clothes: a complete clown suit and white face.


Leather’n’ Studs, the inseparable lesbian couple.


Hy Rez, resident hacker and phone phreak, who provided the Beer Nuts with essential communication services.


Prominent among the missing was Nerfball, the one person Honeyman wanted to see.


“So,” said Erlkonig, who was as much of a leader as the Beer Nuts allowed, “what brings you here, my moll?”


“Nerfball was supposed to open up the store for me today, and he didn’t. Do you know where he is?”


The Beer Nuts burst out laughing.


“I don’t get it,” admitted Honeyman, when the noise had died down. “What’s so funny?”


Erlkonig sought to explain. “Well, you know how Nerf believes in that dumb nasal irrigation of his. Snorting saltwater all day long to clear his sinuses, honking like a sick goose at all hours of the night. Well, this morning he goes to do it in the dark, only to find someone’s spiked his water bucket with Tabasco sauce.”


“Ouch,” sympathized Honeyman.


“So now he’s off somewhere sulking. I suspect you can track him down by the sniffles.”


Someone handed Honeyman a flashlight. “Thanks,” he said, and stood.


“Bye, Rory,” said Netsuke, and giggled.


Honeyman shook his head wearily. Life was always tossing your past straight in your face.


Nerfball was huddled in a far corner of the brewery’s upper floors. Honeyman could hear him talking to himself from some distance away and, not wishing to intrude on his personal soliloquy, called out in warning.


“Hey, Nerf, it’s me, Rory.”


“What do you want?” whined Nerfball.


The flashlight beam revealed Nerfball sitting under an old oak desk. His pudgy form completely filled the capacious knee-well. His nose was inflamed. Incredibly lazy, Nerfball possessed one talent to an astonishing degree: he could make sandwiches better, faster, and more economically than anyone else Honeyman had ever seen. A sandwich crafted by Nerfball emerged from beneath his flashing knife as a thing of beauty, guaranteed to draw repeat customers. It was this salient skill that Honeyman now had to cajole him to employ.


Squatting to make eye contact with the victim of Tabasco poisoning, Honeyman said, “Come help me with the store, Nerf. I need you.”


“Why should I? You never pay me anymore.”


Nerf had Honeyman there. Cash flow had been pitiful lately. The rent had just been hiked a zillion percent, thanks to the gentrification of the city. (Honeyman himself was not a “B and B,” as those “born and bred” in Hoboken called themselves. But he had been here so long, since Hoboken was just a joke, that his conscience was clean.) And a McDonald’s had recently opened up in competition a few blocks away. Honeyman was barely scraping by.


Honeyman thought desperately. “Listen, I will pay you, I swear.”


Nerfball sneered. “Yeah, I bet. With what? Funny money?”


Honeyman opened his mouth to deny the charge, then was struck by the futility of it all. Why should he lie to poor Nerfball? Chances were he’d soon go out of business, owing all his creditors immense sums. Why compound his guilt by promising more than he knew he could give?


Then, amidst his despair, in a blaze of inspiration he was to remember for the rest of his life, Honeyman had an idea.


“Yes, Nerf, I do intend to pay you in funny money.”


This got Nerfball’s attention. “Huh?”


Honeyman scrabbled in his pockets for paper and writing tool, coming up with an old unpaid electric bill and a lime-green crayon. He tucked the flashlight between chin and neck, and began to scribble on the back of the bill, reciting aloud what he was writing. “This paper redeemable for ten sandwiches at Honeyman’s Heroes. Signed, Rory Honeyman.” For good measure, he sketched a rough sandwich on it. The drawing ended up looking like that of a book with loose pages. He offered the paper to Nerfball, who took it suspiciously.


“Here, this will be one day’s wages. It’s worth about forty dollars retail.”


“What good is this to me? You already give me free food.”


Honeyman, still in the grip of his genius, rolled right over the pitiful objection. “Right, sure, but isn’t everyone in this dump always starving? Make them pool their money—whatever you can convince them this is worth—and give it to you in exchange for the ten sandwiches, which you can make up and bring back here at the end of every day.”


“Gee, I don’t know—”


“People will love you for it.”


“Oh, all right.” Nerfball made tentative movements to emerge, and Honeyman stood up to give him room. Somehow the big man twisted around beneath the desk and began to back out. He said something that was muffled by his position.


“What’s that?” asked Honeyman.


“I said, ‘What’s this coupon called?’”


Honeyman was stumped. “Does it have to have a name?”


Nerfball was standing now, brushing dust from his clothes. “Yes.”


Honeyman reached deep down into some mythic well of American vernacular and came up with a word he would have earlier sworn he didn’t know. “Spondulix. It’s called a spondulix.”


“Is that singular,” quizzed Nerfball, “or plural?”


Without hesitation, Honeyman replied, “Both.”


2.


Days in the Pantechnicon


In Mexico City, in the middle of 1968, the Summer Olympics were taking place.


Sometimes when Honeyman said that sentence to himself, it sounded like a bit of incredibly ancient history. In the year 753 b.c., the city of Rome was founded. In the year 1066 a.d., the Norman invasion of England took place. A fact lost in the mists of time, relegated to musty textbooks, unseen by living eyes.


Other times, that period seemed as close as last night, separated from today only by a little interval of sleep.


For Honeyman had been there. And afterwards his life had never gone as he had once innocently thought it would.


Prior to the start of these long-ago Games, Black protesters had succeeded in denying South Africa the right to participate. The head of the International Olympic Committee, one Avery Brundage, had led those who would have allowed South Africa to take part in the Games. This man was also in charge of handing out the medals.


When two American trackmen, Tommie Smith and John Carlos, won a gold and bronze respectively, they decided to stage a symbolic denunciation of Brundage’s role. On the victory block, wearing African beads and black scarves, their shoes removed as a symbol of poverty, they raised gloved fists and bowed their heads.


They were immediately expelled from future events.


Sitting in the stands during this bit of typical sixties theater was an eighteen-year-old member of the U.S. swim team, a diver named Rory Honeyman. A nice Iowa boy, he had never even spoken to a Black person before coming to the Olympics. Now, all at once, in the same kind of mental burst that would later engender spondulix, Honeyman experienced an epiphany of radicalization. There is, like, injustice in the world. We are all brothers and sisters. I must protest.


Listening that night to the talk of the other Bloods in the Olympic dorms, Honeyman was confirmed in his initial decision. He said nothing to anyone, though, being of a retiring nature.


The next morning Honeyman felt filled with spiritual vigor. He went to his events. He won the silver. On the stand, he raised his ungloved fist in protest and bowed his head. The crowd seemed stunned. There was a silence as big as Mexico. Honeyman was the only White who had elected to register his solidarity with the Blacks.


Unfortunately, there were no television cameras present to broadcast his personal statement. (His hometown paper was the only one to print a photo, a blurred long-distance shot which made Honeyman look as if he were sniffing his own armpit.) Brundage, the media focus, was elsewhere, and at the same time three Black men named Lee Evans, Larry James and Ron Freeman were also protesting.


Honeyman’s actions did not go entirely unnoticed, however.


When he returned home, a changed person, all the familiar sights of his childhood looking transmogrified, his draft notice was waiting for him. Nothing too unusual there—except that he had previously been granted a deferment.


(Eleven years later, talking in a Hoboken bar to a stranger who happened to be a retired Army Colonel, Honeyman learned that those members of the’68 U.S. team who had belonged to ROTC had received phone calls warning them not to join the protest.)


Life in Canada was not that bad at first. Honeyman was a little sad, naturally, thinking of his vanished career in international diving competition. But, possessing a naturally cheerful disposition and being still young, he made the best of this strange twist of fate.


Life only became a bummer when his money ran out. His parents, feeling betrayed and disappointed by their son, refused to send him any more. Soon, Honeyman was desperate for a job.


That was when he met Leonard Lispenard.


Lispenard was the sole owner, chief roustabout, ringmaster and occasional marriage counselor in Lispenard’s Pantechnicon, a two-bit, vest-pocket, circus-cum-carny that made a circuit of Canada’s north in the summer months, and headed south in the autumn. Lispenard himself was a short fat man with bad skin, who, in his ringmaster garb, looked to Honeyman remarkably like the Penguin, Batman’s archenemy.


It was June of 1969 in Calgary, and summer was already waning, when Honeyman approached Lispenard, reasoning that such an outfit would offer a lower-profile job than most other concerns, an essential attraction for an illegal interloper in a country not his own. Inquiring for the owner, he was informed that Lispenard would not be available until that night’s show was over. Honeyman purchased a ticket and resigned himself to waiting.


The tent was only half-full. Curiously, no one was sitting in the front rows. Honeyman went and took a seat right up against the ring, determined to get his money’s worth.


During the finale of the show, when Honeyman was simultaneously growing impatient and feeling sleepy, he was galvanized by the sight of the first real love of his life, the performer with whom he would daily be associated for the next seven years.


The Baroness von Hammer-Purgstall.


There was a twenty-foot tower in the middle of the tent, with a large platform at the top. No ladder ran up the tower, but rather a kind of open elevator cage, powered by a fitfully chugging engine, stood ready. At the base of the tower was a big square collapsible container, metal-sided, plastic-lined. It had taken half an hour to fill it with water out of a fire hose.


Lispenard waddled to the center of the ring. “Ladies, and Gentlemen, without further ado or needless puffery, may I present, for your edification, the Baroness von Hammer-Purgstall—Canada’s only diving equine!”


The Baroness was led out. A gleaming white Lipizzan mare who had flunked out of the Spanish Riding School in Vienna, she was the most beautiful horse the former farm-boy Honeyman had ever seen.


Lispenard had disappeared. A clown led the Baroness willingly into the elevator. She rode it calmly to the top. She trotted out onto the platform. She paused a moment. She jumped off.


It was like watching Pegasus. Honeyman couldn’t breathe.


When she landed, the impact, as planned, flattened the tub, spraying water in a circle twenty feet out, drenching the first three rows of seats.


Honeyman didn’t care. He vaulted into the ring, ran past the Baroness, and found Lispenard in among the trapeze girls and dog-trainers.


Buttonholing the owner, Honeyman declared, “Mister, I can ride that horse.”


Lispenard replied, “Why, so can I, boy.”


“No, no, you don’t understand. I mean going down.”


Honeyman explained a little about himself. Lispenard still appeared dubious.


“Listen, just give me a chance. Tomorrow night. C’mon. Please?”


“And what if you break your fool neck?”


“I’ll sign a waiver. Anything. Just let me ride her.”


Lispenard, sensing novelty, a circus’s lifeblood, finally agreed.


The next night, Honeyman, attired in borrowed yellow tights, found himself standing beside the Baroness as the elevator made its grumbling ascent. He didn’t even see the crowd or hear Lispenard’s spiel. All he felt was the horse’s shoulder muscles beneath his hand. All he smelled was her clean animal scent.


On the lofty platform, Honeyman boosted himself astride her. The horse never balked. She seemed to sense Honeyman’s devotion and admiration. She waited till he was settled. Then she took off.


Honeyman contributed nothing. He was just along for the ride.


And what a hell of a ride it was. Honeyman had no sensation of falling. Instead, he felt he was going up, up, up, straight to the empyrean. In a splash and geyser, it was too soon over.


Honeyman was addicted. Lispenard was convinced. The deal was struck.


The next seven years were an uncomplicated, almost bucolic period for Honeyman. He slept late each day, rising for a communal lunch with the other performers. He groomed the Baroness, perhaps went to explore whatever town they were playing, ate a light supper. All day long the excitement would be building quietly but steadily inside him, until it reached its pitch just prior to the dive. Then he would feel drained, almost post-orgasmic, and the whole cycle would start again.


One day in November 1976, the trailer carrying the Baroness to winter pasture was broadsided on the highway by a truck. Honeyman was vomiting by the shoulder of the road when he heard the shot from the policeman’s revolver.


Lispenard, genuinely sympathetic, kept Honeyman on for another year, as part of the tightrope act. Honeyman had picked up the skill in his spare time, accustomed to heights as he was and gifted with an infallible inner balance.


But Honeyman’s heart wasn’t in it. His life seemed empty without the nightly flight. Sometimes he swore he still felt the warm barrel shape of the horse’s body between his legs.


When Jimmy Carter announced amnesty for draft dodgers in 1977, Honeyman claimed his savings from Lispenard’s squat old safe—more than once Honeyman had thought how that depository resembled its owner—and returned to the land of his birth. After an uncomfortable reunion with his parents, he headed east, ending up somehow in Hoboken, owner of an eponymous sandwich shop.


His life for the next decade was basically eventless. A smattering of love affairs, most recently with Netsuke, the demands of a small business, the pleasure of the spectator at sporting events. Nothing loomed large in his life; his psychic landscape was flat; his horizons untroubled by mirages, destinations real or unreal.


Until, that is, he invented spondulix.


3.


Higher Economics


Nerfball’s fingers moved like a maestro’s. Fluid, knowing, commanding, they flew through their arcane rituals. Cutting, slicing, chopping, dicing. Layering and spreading, halving and wrapping…


Filling drink orders, taking money and making change, Honeyman watched in admiration. Nerfball, his lank, longish, greasy hair whipping about, was a one-man sandwich factory. No, it was more like performance art. Sometimes, in fact, the crowd at the counter actually broke out in applause.


The inside of Honeyman’s Heroes was clean but not neat. Mounted on the exposed brick of the walls were numerous caricatures of various local characters, in the inimitable Netsuke style. She had also done the illustrated menu that listed the various sandwiches by name: the Shakespeare (ham and Danish Jarlsberg cheese); the Sinatra (tongue and baloney); the Pia Zadora (marshmallow fluff and honey).


Bracketed to the side walls were scarred ashwood counters with stools positioned beneath. A pickle barrel—tongs hanging from the rim—occupied the center of the room.


Nerfball worked at a long, wide butcher-block slab, at the front of which stood a narrow glass case functioning both as a divider between the artist and his fans, and as a display area for various figurines and good luck objects. A herd of plastic dinosaurs, a bust of Elvis, a ceramic horse that everyone knew meant something secret and special to Honeyman.…


Behind Nerfball and on either side, within easy reach, were all his implements and raw ingredients. Bottles of Tiger Sauce, tubs of cream cheese, sharp knives and twin steamers that could turn a quarter-pound of pastrami and Swiss into so much ambrosia.


People yelled out their orders, Nerfball reacted with wordless speed, Honeyman made small talk; slices of pumpernickel, white, and rye arced through the air to land on the slab in perfect formation. What with all this, the afternoon sped swiftly by, another day among many, until finally it was nearing three o’clock, and the store was momentarily empty.


Nerfball wiped his hands on his apron and looked up with a dazed air. Honeyman walked over to him and clapped him with honest appreciation on the back.


“Thanks, Nerf. You were, as usual, superb. I think I can handle the supper crowd alone. Why don’t you break early today? Here, I’ll get your pay.”


Honeyman took from the register the original and unique spondulix which he had hastily scribbled out a month or so ago, in a fit of desperate creativity. The old electric bill was now somewhat more greasy and worse for wear, but its green crayoned message was still discernible.


Honeyman got ready to go through the daily ritual that already seemed ancient. He would hand Nerfball the spondulix. Nerf would cobble up ten sandwiches for himself. Then his employee would hand the spondulix back and depart with the sandwiches, the medium in which it was redeemable.


Today, however, Nerfball refused to take part.


“Can’t you pay me in cash?” he asked.


Honeyman was grieved. “Jeez, Nerf, you know every penny I take in goes for something crucial. I still haven’t paid off the bakery for last week yet. If I have to meet your wages in real money, IH go under. And then where will either of us be? You know I don’t draw any pay for myself.”


“Yeah, but you’re the owner, Mister Capitalist. You’re supposed to take risks and suffer.”


“Nerf—I cannot pay you in American currency. Will you take spondulix or not?”


Nerfball sighed dramatically. “All right. Hand it over.”


Honeyman surrendered the spondulix. Nerfball took off his apron and prepared to leave.


“Hey, wait a minute. Don’t you want your sandwiches?”


“No, I don’t. Beatbox got a new job, after some lady who didn’t like the message he delivered squeezed his clown nose too hard. He works for a donut shop and gets to bring home all the stale ones. Nobody wants sandwiches anymore.”


“All that sugar’s bad for you.”


“I can’t help what people like.”


“What’re you gonna do with the spondulix then?” asked Honeyman. He felt somehow reluctant to let the piece of paper bearing his signature leave the shop.


“Oh,” said Nerfball mysteriously, “I’ve got a plan.”


And so saying, he left.


Honeyman did not sleep well that night. Dreams wherein brutal strangers accosted him, shouting, “Payable on demand!” troubled his slumbers.


The next day the same exchange was made. Honeyman inscribed this second spondulix on a napkin, secretly hoping that the perishable medium would quickly fall apart. The day after that the same thing happened. And the day after that, and the day after that.…


Soon there were a rough dozen spondulix—representing 120 sandwiches—out in the world, God knew where. Nerfball refused to say. Honeyman hoped they were stashed somewhere in the Old Vault Brewery, where rats would chew them to pieces, lining their nests with Nerfball’s nestegg.


But then, like sins or pigeons, the spondulix began to flock homeward.


Honeyman was alone in the shop around suppertime one day when Tiran Porter, the owner of a nearby hardware store, came in. Clutched in hand was a napkin. Honeyman’s heart seized up, as if arrest was imminent.


“Hey, Rory, my man—is this thing any good? That Nerdo dude convinced me to take it in place of thirty dollars’ worth of electrical equipment. I wasn’t gonna, till I seen your name on it. I knew you’d play me straight.”


Honeyman experienced a slight sense of relief, a momentary passing of his foreboding. At the same time, he suspected his relief was to be short-lived.


“Sure, Tiran, just like it says: good for ten sandwiches, ’bout forty bucks. You made a good deal.”


Porter seemed mollified. “Okay, then, I’m gonna spend some of it.”


“Some of it?”


“Sure, I can’t eat no ten sandwiches at once. Give me an Atlantic City on white, hold the lettuce.”


As Honeyman made the sandwich, his mind worked frantically. How was he to redeem part of a spondulix?


When the sandwich was made, Honeyman did the only thing he could. Feeling like God on the second day, he created a new denomination. On a fresh napkin, he scrawled: ONE SPONDULIX REDEEMABLE FOR NINE SANDWICHES. Then signed it. Taking the ten-sandwich note, he handed Porter the sandwich and his change.


“I don’t get no cash back?”


“Sorry, Tiran, but you paid in spondulix. It’s sorta like food stamps.”


Nodding with new understanding, Porter departed, apparently satisfied.


One sandwich down, 119 to go.


But of course Nerfball would be getting paid again tomorrow, thereby causing the minting of a new ten-spot spondulix, which would no doubt enter circulation soon, more than negating the single sandwich he had redeemed just now.


Honeyman tried to figure out if he was going to come out ahead or behind on all this. A pain began to mount behind his eyeballs, and he suspected that his brainstorm was going to lead to his complete undoing.


One day soon he would think back to this moment and realize his pessimistic forecast had been all right. And all wrong.


The next day Honeyman verged several times on confronting Nerfball about his wanton and promiscuous exchange of spondulix for goods and services other than the specified sandwiches. But each time he stopped himself. The bills were really not Honeyman’s any longer, once he passed them over to Nerf. The pudgy Beer Nut had every right to use them as best he could. Honeyman was lucky he could get the man to employ his talents at all. The various members of the Beer Nuts were notoriously lazy, avoiding work whenever possible. And Honeyman needed Nerfball more than Nerf needed him. Lacking this one crucial employee, the shop would go under. God, what a precarious existence this world afforded! And what a mess Honeyman had made of his own personal life, ever since that day under the Mexican sun, before the eyes of the world.


Watching the sweaty Nerfball transform heaps of cold cuts into works of art, Honeyman resigned himself once again, both to his past and to whatever was to come.


No customer tried to tender spondulix in payment that day. But the following afternoon a group of workers from the Stahl Soap Corporation came in at shift’s end, smelling sweetly of their product, like a newly opened box of bath salts. At first Honeyman couldn’t figure out why they had traveled all the way over from Park Street, down by the river, since it was quite a distance away. Then they revealed they had two spondulix among them, and wanted all twenty sandwiches.


While he was slapping the sandwiches together, with none of Nerf’s finesse, Honeyman tried to find out where they had gotten the spondulix. He couldn’t figure out what Nerfball had traded for, since he seldom bathed, there being no running water at the brewery where the Beer Nuts squatted.


“So, guys—where’d you get my coupons?”


A skinny fellow who seemed capable of consuming an infinite amount of “free” pickles spoke up around a mouthful. “Harry Lieberman—you know Harry, he drives the company truck—well, Harry hauled a bunch of stuff somewhere for those hippies that live in the old brewery, and they paid him with these. Harry gave’em to me as payment for his bowling league dues. So I’m sharing them with the whole league.”


Honeyman nearly sliced the tip of his finger off. This was bad news indeed. The exchanges were getting more complicated. The spondulix were now circulating among third parties, people who, for some unknown reason, obviously trusted in them enough not to try to redeem them immediately. And others, fourth-parties, also seemed willing to accept the spondulix without first-hand knowledge of Honeyman’s honesty or willingness to make good on them. Wasn’t this property a known characteristic of real money? Didn’t economists have some complicated way to measure this circulation, the number of times money changed hands?
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